Human Sacrifice In Classical Times 


The following essay about human sacrifice in classical - Greco-Roman - times is taken from David Myatt's 2017 
monograph Classical Paganism And The Christian Ethos t1} and makes interesting reading especially as it invokes the 
concept of the acausal. ‘2? 
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{1} (i) Gratis open access document: https://davidmyatt.files.wordpress.com/2017/11/belief-and-reason-v7b.pdf (ii) 
Printed version: ISBN-13: 978-1979599023 


{2} Myatt's understanding of acausality is given at https://web.archive.org/web/20220126052650/https: 
//www.davidmyatt.info/understanding-the-acausal.html 


An Appreciation Of Acausality 


The classical appreciation of acausality - and thus an important metaphysical difference between the classical and the 

Christian approach - is perhaps best illustrated by stark examples of communal sacrifice of an individual or individuals 

undertaken in order to try and re-establish the natural balance and thus bring good fortune for a community and dispel 
whatever misfortune has befallen them or may befall them. 


As described in both classical myth and in the Agamemnon of Aeschylus, Agamemnon sacrifices his daughter 
Iphigenia: 


EtAa 6’ obVv 

8uTNP yEeveoBat Bvyatpdéc, 
YUVALKOTIO(VWVY TOAEUWY GNWyav 
KQL TIOOTEAELA VAWV. 

AttaG 5€ Kal KANSd6vac MAatTPWOUG 
Tap’ OvSEV aiw TE TAPBEVELOV 
EBEVTO MLACUaxXoOL BpaBNe [...] 


ta 6’ EvOev ot’ cidov obT’ Evvérw: 

TEXvat 56E KGAXAVTOCG ODK AKPAVTOL. 

Aika 5€ totic yEV TaBo000- 

WW WaGEtv EMLPPETIEL: TO WEAAOV OH’, EEL VEVOLT’, AV KAUOLC: 
TIPO XALPETW: (oov 5E TH) MPOOTEVELV. 


So he dared 

To become the sacrificer of his daughter 

To aid a battle to avenge a woman 

By so consecrating the ships. 

Her warning of 'Father!', her supplications, 
Her virgin state - were counted as nothing 
By those commanders lusting for battle [...] 


| did not see, and do not speak of, what followed these things. 

But the art of Calchas was not so incomplete: 

The goddess, Judgement, favours someone learning from adversity. 
But | shall hear of what will be, after it comes into being: 

Before then, | leave it, 

Otherwise, it is the same as a premature grieving. 


(Agamemnon, vv. 224-230, 248-250) 


For this sacrifice and for other deeds, Agamemnon himself is later killed by his wife, Clytemnestra, who describes the 
sacrifice (v. 1420) of her beloved child as a pollution, and which pollution of the numinous could - according to custom - 
only be removed by the shedding of blood, usually and if possible that of the perpetrator. [1] 


Centuries later, Plutarch and Livy recounted how Fabius Maximus, Pontifex of Rome, had - following the defeat of the 
Roman army by Hannibal at the battle of Cannae - sanctioned the sacrifice of a disgraced Vestal Virgin by having her 
buried alive (stupri compertae et altera sub terra, uti mos est, ad portam Collinam necata fuerat, according to Livy, 
Book XXII). This particular sacrifice - and other sacrifices - seemed, unlike the sacrifice made by Agamemnon, to be 
successful since Hannibal did not attack Rome and was later defeated by Scipio Africanus at the battle of Zama. 


Why the apparent disparity in the outcome to two similar acts of propitiation? Because such disparity - sucha 
manifestation of acausality, of the intuition of there being no absolutely determinable or pre-determined causal 
outcome to a mortal deed - is an essential if somewhat neglected and rather obscure aspect of the classical paganus 
weltanschauung; an aspect described mythologically by Sophocles in Antigone, 1338: 


WC TIET|OWHEVNC OUK EoTL BvNtoic GUUMOPaC aMAAAGYN. 
Mortals cannot be delivered from the misfortunes of their fate 
Philosophically, it was described in a fragment (80, Diels-Kranz) attributed to Heraclitus: 
eid€vat 5€ xen Tov MOAEUOV EdvTa Evvdv Kal Siknv Eplv, Kal VLVOHEVa TAVTA KAT Eplv Kal KYPEWYV 


One should be aware that Polemos pervades, with discord 5(kn, and that beings are naturally born by 
discord 


Also by Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book 5, 1015 
Kal  APXNA TAS KiWHOEWS THV QOOEL 6VTWV AUTH EoTIV, EvuTapPYoUGd MWC A SUVaEL A EVTEAEXELA 


For physis is inherent changement either manifesting the potentiality of a being or as what a being, complete 
of itself, is. 


That is, there is no perfect, outside agency or primal cause which consciously and in a cause-and-effect manner directs 
such changement: 


WOTE Nf TOD BEOD EVEPYVELA, UAKAPLOTNTL StapEpovoa, BEwWeENTLKA av E(n: Kal TOV aAVOPWHivwv Sh A TAOTH 
OVYYEVEOTATN EVSQLUOVLKWTATH. ONUEtOV SE Kal TO UN HETEXELV TA AOLMA CHa EvVSatwoviac. Nicomachean 
Ethics (Book X) 1178b.22 


Therefore the activity of theos, excelling others in bliss, is wordless-awareness [9ewpew] and the nearest 
thing to that among mortals arises from good-fortune [Ev5atuovia]. 


In modern metaphysical terms, there is a mortal apprehension that Being, and certain beings, are not or cannot be 
subject to, nor explainable, in terms of causality, in terms of a cause having a particular effect. Nor explained in terms 
of there being a primal cause which causes all effects. [2] However, such a belief in causality is the raison d'etre of all 
religions and doctrines which posit a primal cause (Such as an omnipotent creator-God) who brings-into-being and who 
governs and determines the changes, the changement - the polemos, the Destiny, the fate, the fortunes, the wyrd - of 
mortals and other beings. 


David Myatt 
2017 


[1] An often unappreciated aspect of the drama is the defiance and strength shown by Clytemnestra, who is described 
as a "woman with a man's resolve" (v. 11), who presents herself as a "most ancient fierce Avenger," (1499) and who 
says, after her killing of Agamemnon, that only "he who can overcome me in a fight will command me." (1423) 


[2] In a simplified way and in terms of mythos, this lack of a pre-determinable outcome - a lack of one primal causation 
- can be understood as the divergence of opinion and deeds among the classical gods in respect of mortals, with an 
apposite example occurring in The Odyssey with the goddess Athena supporting and helping Odysseus while Poseidon 
was unrelenting in his rage at Odysseus. In addition Zeus, Chief among the gods, does not act unilaterally in respect of 
Odysseus but - in typical Hellenic fashion - says to Athena (Book I, vv. 76-77) that there will a gathering of the gods in 
order to consider the matter of his return to his home, GAA’ G&yE8" HEC O(6E NEPLPPATWHEBA TaVTEC VOOTOV. 


All translations by DW Myatt 
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